HY) Phish bassist Mike Gordon dishes on the band and his new projects. Etc,28 
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LIGHTING HITS 
ICE AGAINST 
THE FLAMES 


Tampa Bay hopes to extend 
its winning streak to three 
games as it hosts Calgary at 
Amalie Arena. Center Tyler 
Johnson, above, goes down 
to the ice to try and advance 
the puck. He was credited 
with an assist on Brayden 
Point's goal that tied the 
game in the second period. 
Get the results at 
tampabay.com/sports. 


House speaker 
takes aim at cities 


Richard Corcoran, the 

Land O’Lakes Republican 
who is plotting a potential 
run for Florida governor, is 
pushing for “transforma- 
tional change” with bills that 
restrict municipal power. 
Local, 1B 


TIA celebrates 
busiest year ever 


In 2017, the airport hada 
record 19.6 million passen- 
gers. Officials said that kind 
of growth shows the need 
for the $2.3 billion expansion 
that is nearing the end of its 
first stage. Business, 4B 


Bright Futures 
receives approval 


The Florida Senate votes 
unanimously to introduce 
sweeping changes to higher 
education, which could 
include the state’s signature 
merit scholarship program 
once again permanently 
awarding full tuition and 
most fees. Local, 1B 


Names of mudslide 
victims released 


As the possibility of finding 
more survivors dims, author- 
ities in California identify 

the 17 people ages 3 to 89 
who were confirmed dead. 
Nation, 4A 


)) TODAY’S WEATHER _ 


Coastal fog 
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70% chance of rain 
More, back page of Sports 


Now ook. All II Eyes 
a In our All Eyes photo 
‘Cc; gallery, you can find 
the day's top photo, 
the week's best images and 
collections of photos from 


news events at 
tampabay.com/photos. 
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BY CAITLIN JOHNSTON 
Times Staff Writer 

Transit leaders have spent 
years trying to build a transpor- 
tation system that would span 
the Tampa Bay region and allow 
residents to travel from one end 
of the bay to the other without 
having to drive across it. 

Now they're closer than ever to 
that goal. But the first transit sys- 
tem to connect Tampa Bay won’t 
be light rail. 

Instead, leaders are coalescing 


transit option: BRT 


A 40-mile rapid bus line is replacing the dream 
of regional light rail. But it’s not just any old bus. 


around bus rapid transit to lead 
the way. 

Also known as BRT, it’s a sys- 
tem that allows buses to travel 
more quickly along dedicated 
lanes, avoiding the traffic jams 
that choke the region. 

A 40-mile BRT route connect- 
ing Wesley Chapel to downtown 
Tampa to downtown St. Peters- 
burg has emerged as the leading 
option in the $1.5 million study 
undertaken by Jacobs Engineer- 
ing to bring regional transit to 


the bay area. 

The goal of the Regional Pre- 
mium Transit Feasibility plan is 
to come up with a realistic proj- 
ect that can earn federal dollars. 
For years, local leaders believed 
that would be light rail. But ref- 
erendums to build such a sys- 
tem have failed on both sides of 
the bay, and political support has 
always lagged. 

The dream was still alive as of 
September, when Jacobs iden- 
» See TRANSIT, 7A 


PTSA 


Sometimes described as light rail on wheels, Bus Rapid Transit 
would travel on dedicated lanes, avoiding traffic jams. 


Not-so-clear sailing 


SCOTT KEELER | Times 


Dense fog shrouds sailboats in the South Yacht Basin in downtown St. Petersburg on Thursday. The National 
Weather Service is expecting more of the same this morning with what it described as “a widespread fog event” 
across the waters of the eastern Gulf of Mexico. As you head out this morning, expect significant reductions in 
visibility. But the good news is that the fog is expected to lift in time for the weekend. 


Trump insults Haitians in immigration talks 


Lawmakers from both parties at a meeting 
are taken aback by the president’s statement. 


Washington Post 

WASHINGTON — President 
Donald Trump grew frustrated 
with lawmakers Thursday in the 
Oval Office when they floated 
restoring protections for immi- 
grants from Haiti, El Salvador 
and African countries as part of a 
bipartisan immigration deal, sev- 
eral people briefed on the meet- 


ing told the Washington Post. 

“Why are we having all these 
people from s---hole countries 
come here?” Trump said, accord- 
ing to these people, referring to 
countries mentioned by the law- 
makers. 

Trump then suggested that 
the United States should instead 
bring more people from coun- 


tries like Norway, whose prime 
minister he met with Wednes- 
day. The president, according 
to a White House official who 
spoke to the Post, also suggested 
he would be open to more immi- 
grants from Asian countries 
because they help the United 
States economically. 

In addition, the president sin- 
gled out Haiti, telling lawmakers 
that immigrants from that coun- 
try must be left out of any deal, 


these people said. 

“Why do we need more Hai- 
tians?” Trump said, according 
to people familiar with the 
meeting. “Take them out.” 

The comments left law- 
makers taken aback, the 
newspaper reported, speak- 
ing to people familiar with 
their reactions. Sens. Lindsey 
Graham, R-S.C., and Richard 
Durbin, D-Ill., had proposed 
» See TRUMP, 6A 


Medicaid 

recipients 
may have 
to work 


The Trump 
administration’s 
revision would let 
the states decide. 


Associated Press 

WASHINGTON — Rewriting 
the rules on health care for the 
poor, the Trump administration 
said Thursday it will allow states 
to require “able-bodied” Med- 
icaid recipients to work, a hotly 
debated first in the program’s 


half-century history. 
Seema Verma, head of the 
Centers for Medicare and 


Medicaid Services, said requir- 
ing work or 
community 
involvement 
can make a 
positive dif- 
ference in 
peoples lives 
and in their 


health. The pra 

goal is to help Seema 
people move Verma, 

from public administrator 
assistance of Medicare 
into jobs that and Medicaid 


provide health 

insurance. “We see people mov- 
ing off of Medicaid as a good 
outcome,” she said. 

But advocates said work 
requirements will become one 
more hoop for low-income peo- 
ple to jump through, and many 
could be denied needed cover- 
age because of technicalities and 
challenging new paperwork. 
Lawsuits are expected as individ- 
ual states roll out work require- 
ments. 

“All of this on paper may sound 
reasonable, but if you think about 
the people who are affected, you 
can see people will fall through 
the cracks,’ said Judy Solomon of 
the Center on Budget and Policy 
Priorities, which advocates for 
the poor. 

» See MEDICAID, 7A 


South Tampa Sam's among 63 closings 


BY JONATHAN CAPRIEL AND PHILIP MORGAN 


Times Staff Writers 


TAMPA — The Sam’s Club warehouse that 
served South Tampa for 18 years is closing, 
along with dozens of others across the country, 
as parent company Walmart pivots to focus on 


e-commerce. 


A sign taped to a window at the 5135 S Dale 
Mabry Highway location said Thursday it was 
closed and would reopen today. However, the 
closure appears permanent: A phone recording 
tells pharmacy customers its last day will be Jan. 
26; the company website has dropped the store 
from its online list of Tampa Bay area locations; 
and Business Insider listed it among 63 affected 


stores. 


“After a thorough review of our existing portfo- 
lio, we’ve decided to close a series of clubs and bet- 


ter align our locations with our strategy,’ Sam’s 


Club posted Thursday afternoon on Twitter. “Clos- 


» See SAM’S, 5A 


ALESSANDRA DA PRA | Times 
The Sam’s Club at 5135 S Dale Mabry Highway was closed 
Thursday. A sign in a window said it would be open today. 


Walmart, the nation’s largest private 
employer, said Thursday that it would 
raise its starting wages, give bonuses 
to some employees and vastly expand 
maternity- and parental-leave bene- 
fits for its army of more than 1 million 
hourly workers. 

The retailer said it would use some of 
the money it expects to save under the 
recently passed tax bill to pay for the 
raises and enhanced benefits. 

Walmart said it would increase its 
starting hourly wage to $11 from $9, 
and provide one-time cash bonuses of 
up $1,000 to hourly workers, depend- 
ing on how long they had been with 


Walmart, citing tax cuts, 
to raise wages, pay bonus 


New York Times 


the company. The wage increase takes 


effect next month. 

Enhancing the pay and benefits of its 
employees is a significant move for a 
company that has long been criticized 
for its low wages, unpredictable sched- 
uling of workers and high health care 
costs. 

“They raised the minimum wage 
because they have to,” Mark Zandi, 
chief economist at Moody’s Analytics, 
said about Walmart. “The labor market 
is tight and getting tighter.” 

While many department store chains 
such as Macy’s and Sears are strug- 
gling, retailers as a whole are still try- 
» See WALMART, 5A 


